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On April 3, an environmental protection bill became law, after 10 years of debate. The legislation
includes specific sanctions for all violations that cause ecological damage. Certain violations carry
a prison setence of up to 10 years, and fines based on the nation's minimum wage, currently at
US$140 per month. Approved by the congress in December last year, the law was submitted to a
process of analysis by a special commission comprised of representatives from the ministries of
agriculture, environment, energy and congressional relations. On April 2, the commission submitted
to the cabinet 19 proposals modifying certain articles described as non- specific. The state-run oil
company, PDVSA, has described certain articles of the new law as "confusing." Environmental
organizations say PDVSA has caused irreversible damage to the eco-system in its exploration
and exploitation operations. Big business organizations say the legislation is "not applicable"
because of juridical and technical deficiencies. The nation's most influential federation of business
organizations, Fedecamaras, pressured the special commission to relax sentences to allow bail
as well as exemption from the law when an individual or company is acting with a governmental
permit. Crimes against the environment specified in the legislation are degradation, poisoning,
contamination and other damaging activities to water sources, marine creatures and coastal areas,
soil, atmosphere and flora and fauna. Members of indigenous and small farmer communities
located throughout the country will be considered exempt from the law when actions taken by them
are carried out on respective ancestral lands and form part of traditional subsistence activities or
customs. Over 1,000 environmental laws, decrees and agreements are currently active. All grew
out of legislation promulgated in 1976. In 1977, the government created the first environmental and
natural resources ministry in the region. Currently, 53% of Venezuelan territory is under some type
of special administration that prohibits or regulates activities in protected areas. However, officials
recognize that control mechanisms have not been carried out efficiently due to lack of human and
financial resources as well as legal support. (Basic data from Inter Press Service, 04/03/92)
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